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Abstract 
In the food industry, it is important for an organization to leverage their customer's satisfaction and this can be achieved through 
superior customer service. The goals of this study  were to investigate the causes and problems faced by the selected restaurant 
and to provide suggestions on how to improve the slow customer service based on the numerous domains of operations 
management. A local restaurant in Kuching (Malaysia) was selected for the case study. Slow customer service has been identified 
as the main problem. The causes of this problem were identified and classified into four categories which involved people, 
environment, equipment/materials and method/procedure. This study also offered ways to improve its operational performance 
and overcome the problem of poor service operations. The alternatives offered include (1) Quality Function Development which 
helped in determining what will satisfy the customers and where to put the quality effort, (2) Total Quality Management (TQM), 
(3) process focus which uses service blueprint to strengthen the interaction between customers and the restaurant, (4) layout , (5) 
human resource management, (6) practice of good supply chain management , and (7) maintenance to get the most benefits and 
trouble-free services out of the restaurant equipment by performing regular maintenance. This paper hopes to provide relevant 
insights for service quality and customer satisfaction improvement for restaurant service operations. 
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1.   Introduction 
Operations in  the service sector might be slightly d ifferent from the operations in the manufacturer sector which  
produces a tangible product. Service is the economic activ ities that typically produce intangible product s such as 
repair and maintenance, government, food and lodging, transportation and insurance  services. Food service outlets 
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are facilit ies that serve meals and snacks for immediate consumption on site. In fact, commercial food service 
establishments accounted for bulk food-away-from-home. This category includes full-service restaurants, fast food 
outlets, caterers, some cafeterias, and other places that prepare, serve, and sell food to the general public for a profit.  
There are some characteristics of food service that make it unique compared to production of other products. 
This uniqueness influences decisions that are made about production and service  delivery. The first characteristic is 
the demand for food occurs at peak times, around breakfast, lunch, and dinner meals. Between these peak demand 
times, there are slow times. Secondly, demand for food may  vary depending on the time of the year and competitive 
events, and production must be modified accordingly. Food production and service are labour intensive in which 
both skilled  and unskilled  labour are needed.  Food is perishable, requiring it to be handled properly  before, during, 
and after preparation. In addition, menus may be changed on a daily basis  and therefore production may change 
daily. These characteristics create challenges in scheduling employees and production which may lead to difficu lty 
in staffing, and high labour and food costs.  
In the food industry, it is crucial for restaurants to achieve high level of customer satisfaction and this can be 
achieved through superior customer service. Undoubtedly, the success of a restaurant business depends on superior 
service quality, value and customer’s satisfaction (Chow et al., 2007). Good customer service creates experiences 
that can meet customer expectations. It produces satisfied customers. Bad customer service causes disappointments 
and generates complaints. It can result in  lost sales, because consumers most probably will switch to the 
competitors. Good customer service involves developing good bonding with customers, hopefully lead ing to good 
and long term relationships. It creates advantages for both customers and the business alike. Customers benefit  
because the business is providing a service that meets their needs.  
2.  Problems 
SCR Corporation, a local family-run restaurant, has been used as the subject to study the service operations. It 
has many franchises that are located at several p laces in Sarawak, Malaysia. With the increasing number of 
customers, it is crucial for SCR to have an excellent operational performance. SCR Desa is highly populated with 
university students and residents from the nearby housing areas  as it is one of the main choices fo r them to dine 
there. However, SCR Desa faces customer service problem that affects the image of SCR. This problem is obviously 
shown during peak hours when there are many people who come for lunch. The slow customer service is related to 
the slow food delivery to the customers’ tables  and less friendly customer service.  
3.  Causes of problems 
3.1. Management  
Insufficient number of staff in  this restaurant is one of the major causes of the problem. The workers sometimes 
can be seen rushing when taking orders from one table to another. At the kitchen, the kitchen staff are working very  
hard to get the orders processed as fast as possible, but it is hard to do so if there are only a few staff are doing the 
work. This will affect their work performance and contribute to the slow service. 
Some workers are not well-t rained in their job. They are not trained to greet the customers, take the orders from 
the customers properly  to meet their demands, and deliver the food to the customers on t ime. Cashiers need train ing 
as well because they have to know how to handle the cash machine and generate the customers’ bill efficiently and 
effectively.  
There is also a supervisor who does not fully supervis e the workers. As a consequence, the workers do their daily  
work without putting their service quality  as a priority. For instance, the kitchen staff need to be monitored in terms  
of the hygiene standards, good code of conduct and they should always wear kitchen uniforms. There was a case in  
which the chicken served to the customer was not fresh and was half-cooked. When preparing the food, they 
neglected the customers’ order or do not arrange the orders properly. Th is was the main  reason why customers who 
had arrived earlier were served later but those who came late were served earlier. 
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3.2. People  
The workers are not alert of their jobs. Customers have to wait for them to take the orders or clean up the table. 
The workers need to know that the wait ing time fo r foof is a crucial factor for customers’ satisfaction and complaint 
(Shimmura et al., 2010). The waiter sometimes forgot to take orders from the customers who already decided on 
their meals although they had been in the restaurant earlier than the other customers. They did not put on a friendly 
smile when taking the order from customers and this gave bad impression to the restaurant. The workers were 
lacked of moral encouragement from the management staff. The management staff d id not give enough advice or 
critics to the employees. Whenever the employees committed mistakes in their work, they rarely gave advice or 
comment for them to improve their work quality. The attitudes of the customers also contributed to the slow service 
of a restaurant as some of them have bad temper and are impatient.  
3.3. Environment  
A positive perception of atmosphere can produce more positive emot ions, which leads to positive beliefs about 
the restaurant and its services or products (Ha and Jang, 2010). The environment of a restaurant also can be affected 
by the neighbouring shops . Customers need a comfortable, peaceful and clean place to eat. A b igger space for the 
parking areas is also important for the customers to park their vehicles. 
According to Ellyn, Ulfig, and Venetucci (1997), a kitchen in a restaurant must consists of three main areas, 
namely the food cooking area, cooked food assembly area and cooked food buffer area. Each area consists of the 
required tools and equipment needed for each processes. The area must be spacious enough for the kitchen workers 
to move around while conducting their operational tasks.  
A restaurant needs to provide a safe and comfortable environment  for the customers to enjoy  their meals. At the 
same time, it has to accommodate as many customers as possible to maximize the sales for each day. To do so, the 
furniture inside the restaurant needs to be arranged in order to fully utilize the space. Next, the position of the 
washroom causes the customers to think twice about the cleanliness of the dishes prepared due to the bad smell from 
the toilet. The restaurant also uses the same sink used by the customers for cleaning the utensils.  
3.4. Equipment / material  
Inventory management can help to optimize customer’s satisfaction, supplier capability, and production 
scheduling. Poor inventory management will cause insufficient raw materials for daily  operations. This may happen 
during the peak hours where people go out to seek for express lunch and dinner. If the raw material is in short 
supply, they cannot prepare enough ingredients for every dish that the customer order.  
There is no modern and automatic machine that can ease the daily operations. For example, they still need the 
staff to clean up and wash all the cutlinary manually. If the restaurant is full of customers, especially  during peak 
hours, they will have inadequate staff to serve the customer (e.g. taking  orders, cleaning the table and helping  in  
preparing food). Thus, they need machine and equipments in order to minimize their jobs and to leverage their 
service. Other than that, a limited number o f kitchen equipment results in insufficient time for the chefs to prepare 
food. Consequently, inefficiency in food preparation can delay the serving time.  
3.5. Method / procedure 
Slow service was also caused by poor food scheduling. The kitchen staff should have prepared the ingredients 
before the restaurant is opened. The main ingredients such as onions, garlic, and chilies have to be prepared before 
cooking. Meanwhile, the ingredients must be sufficient to run the business for the whole day. Failure o f early  
preparation will require more time to prepare food. Hence, the customers have to wait longer.  
Poor food scheduling might be caused by the unavailability of fixed interval time of preparation and service.  
They did not follow the fixed t ime for food preparation. Ideally, the restaurant could have set the time for the chef or 
assistant chef to prepare food for their customer. If they need five minutes to prepare food for their customer, the 
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workers must try to get and settle the food in five minutes.  
Some workers in the restaurant follow the princip le of ‘easy cook easy come’. That means, they prepared the 
food that was easier to be cooked first to ease their work burden. However, the customers who ordered the complex 
dishes had to wait for a longer time as compared to those who ordered less complex dishes.  
The hygiene issues of the restaurant were also being questioned. Sometimes, the floor and the tables are oily and  
watery and that makes the customers to feel uncomfortable to dine in. As a consequence, the customers, especially  
the children, had the risk of falling down due to the slippery floor. Dirty tables and chairs will result in the growth of 
bacteria in the restaurant, which will affect the health of the customers. If this hygiene issue is not improved, then 
the customers, especially  the regular customers, will seek for a new restaurant. The impact of food quality has 
positive linkage between food quality and satisfaction as well as  behavioural intentions (Ha & Jang, 2010). 
4.  Suggestions for improving service operations  
4.1. Quality function development 
Quality function deployment (QFD) refers to determin ing what will satisfy the customer and t ranslating those 
customer desires into target design. There are five customers’ wants identified:  shorter time for food delivery, fas t 
order taking, good taste of food served, and good dining ambience. These five customers’ wants are rated with 
ratings of 1 to 5. The highest rating is the shorter time delivery fo llowed by good taste of the dishes prepared. This 
shows that the fundamental factors that contribute to customers’ satisfaction in a restaurant include the food 
(hygiene, balance and healthiness) and food delivery  (Chow et al., 2007). The aspects that a restaurant can do to 
fulfill the demands of customers is by providing training to the staff, delivering food within 10 minutes, hire more 
workers, improving the restaurant layout, and to have an efficient inventory management. The relationships between 
these two parts were evaluated.  
The two competitors of SCR Desa are Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC) and Sugar Bun. These two competitors 
were evaluated in terms of their t ime for delivering food, the ir speed in taking order, their customer’s service, the 
taste of food, and ambience of the restaurant. These two competitors were evaluated with the ratings of Good (G), 
Fair (F), or Poor (P).  
The target values are identified and the competitors are also evaluated with these target values. For example, our 
company is targeting to deliver food within 10 minutes whereas KFC manage to do it within 10 minutes, while 
Sugar Bun within 15 minutes. 
4.2. Quality management 
According to Heizer and Render (2010), total quality management (TQM) is the management of an entire 
organization so that it excels in all aspects of products and services that are important to the customer. The Business 
Dict ionary (n.d.) states that total quality management is a holistic approach  to long-term success that views 
continuous improvement in all aspects of an organizat ion as a process and not as a short -term goal. The main goal of 
total quality management is to radically t ransform the organization through progressive changes in the att itude, 
practices, structures, and systems. 
The first concept, continuous improvement of processes that covers people, suppliers, equipment, materials, and 
procedures. The idea of this concept involves 4 continuous steps:  Plan -Do-Check-Act. Problem will be  identified at  
first, thus plan was made. Then, the plan was tested in the second step followed by checking if the plan works or not. 
Lastly, the plan is implemented.   
Six Sigma is a program designed to reduce defects to help lower costs, save time, and i mprove customer 
satisfaction. To achieve and sustain business success, six sigma must have a strategy, a discipline, and a set of tools. 
In improving the quality service of a restaurant, we need a strategy that focuses on total customer satisfaction.  
Employee empowerment concept refers to involving employees in every step of the production process. The five 
techniques that can be used are: i) build ing communication and process improvement, ii) developing open, 
supportive supervisors, iii) moving responsibility to employees, iv) building a high-morale organizat ion, and v) 
creating formal team structures. The quality circle will meet regularly to solve work-related problems such as 
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unfriendly customer service and slow in food preparation.  
In benchmarking, a demonstrated standard of performance that represents the very best performance for a 
process or an activity is selected. In developing the benchmarks, it is important to determine what to benchmark, 
form a benchmark team, identify benchmarking partners, co llect and analyse benchmarking information, and take 
action to match or exceed the benchmark. A benchmark in improving the slow service in SCR could be setting up a 
specific time to prepare the food, for example 10 minutes. The food should be prepared within that period of time so 
that customers should not have to wait for long. 
The other concept includes just-in-time (JIT), which is designed to produce or deliver goods just as they are 
needed. JIT improves the quality in  cutting the costs of quality, impro ving the quality, and cutting the cost of the 
inventory itself. In the Taguchi concepts, restaurants only need to focus on the concepts of Quality loss function 
(QLF) which identifies all costs connected with poor quality and how these costs increase as product quality moves 
from what the customer wants. The smaller the loss of the society, the product will be more desirable. On the other 
hand, target-oriented quality is a continuous improvement to bring a product exactly  on target. The improvement of  
the speed of service in a restaurant should be done continuously. 
4.3. Process analysis and design 
Service b lueprinting is a process analysis technique that focuses on the customer and the provider’s interaction  
with the customer. Service blueprinting can  be divided into three categories or three levels. In the first level, it is 
under the control of the customer while in the second level, customer may interact with the service provider. In the 
third level, the service is removed from customer’s control and interaction. Based on the service blueprinting, it can  
be used for improving the slow customer service for a restaurant in which it can make the process to become smooth 
and more efficient.   
The blueprinting will start from the moment when customers come into  the restaurant until the customers go out 
from the restaurant. The workers must open the door for their customers and give them a warm greeting. Demands 
and wants of the customers must be fu lfilled to  ensure that they will d ine in and the service can be c ontinued. If the 
customers are not satisfied with the services offered, the service cannot be continued. However, they worker can 
notify the customers and recommend other alternatives to their customers. For customers who reject the suggested 
alternatives, the staff need to accept the rejection and greet the customers before they leave the restaurant.  
If the service continues, the worker will start to take the customers' orders. Most importantly, the worker must 
make sure that all the food comes at the right time to prevent the customers from waiting any longer. The waiter or 
waitress must frequently check the kitchen to make sure that the ordered dishes has been prepared. Once the food 
has been prepared, the waiter or waitress has to make sure that the food is delivered at  the right table and to the right 
customers. The last performance in service b lueprinting is the payment from their customer. When the payment is 
done, the cashier must say thank you to their customers. The worker will open the door for th e customers and greet 
the customers once again. 
4.4. Layout 
Planning and executing design and layout must be made met iculously to ensure that the atmospheric and 
ambience elements in a restaurant become more appealing, attractive, peaceful and comfortable (Hashim et  al., 
2012). The layout proposed is mainly to improve the space together with the number of customer who came. The 
new layout proposed is for two customers per batch together with other tables that provided up to 14 customers per 
batch. The couple table is introduced because based on observation, there are a lot of customers who come with their 
partners, which means two people per batch. If there is no couple table, a couple of customers will take a table for 
four persons then it will affect the number of customers that can sit in. At the end, the expected number o f customers 
will decrease and some profit  will be lost because there are not enough table for customers that come in  two person 
per batch. A new layout was proposed to increase not only a partner customer but together with a single customer. 
Not only that, the couple customers also feel very comfortable because they have their own privacy through this new 
layout. So to capture their interest, a new layout proposed to capture their right and their demand.  
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The second adjustment is the addition of another toilet and sink. The addit ion of toilet and sink is to make the 
customers feel very comfortable because they do not need to wait for a long time in order to use the toilet  and wash 
their hands. Restaurants will not be considered as successful without a good perception from the customers, so this 
is the first step to build a good relationship between the customers and the restaurant. 
4.5. Human resource management 
4.5.1. Staffing strategies 
The human resource management of a restaurant needs to do Person-Job-Fit in selecting individuals who have 
relevant qualifications to fill in any job vacancies. Research has demonstrated that complete and unambiguous 
specification of required competencies reduces the influence of racial and gender stereotypes.  
The Human Resource Department must have staffing strategies that emphasize on the characteristics of the 
employees, recruitment and selection process (Batt R. et al., 2014). In order to increase the level of customer 
satisfaction, it is very important for the Human Resource Department to hire employees who are proactive, have 
good communication skills and are alert. In addition to job specifications, HR Managers and supervisors use job 
descriptions to select employees and orient them to jobs. In a restaurant, there are two parts of management which  
are front-of-the-House management and back-of-the-House management. For the effectiveness of the operations and 
to meet the customer’s satisfaction, restaurants need to have a proactive and  efficient front-of-the-House and Back-
of-the-House Management. This is because various components of restaurant service quality function differently in  
terms of improving satisfaction and behavioral intensions (Ha & Jang, 2010). Front-of-the-House Management 
consists of supervisor, waiter or waitress, cashier and cleaners. Back-of-the-House Management consists of kitchen 
manager, head cook, head station cook, and assistant cook and cleaners. Both of these managements must cooperate 
to ensure that they receive food and beverages on time without further delay. 
4.5.2. Training and development 
Train ing and development are needed for all of the staff in a restaurant because it enhances the ability of 
employees to deliver a h igh quality service and to meet the needs of customers more effectively and in a friendly  
way (Chow et al., 2007). The skills can be developed and grown inside the employees who are important to meet the 
long term goals in embracing the customers’ needs through innovation, consistent quality p roduct and excellent 
customer service.  
For the non-managerial employees, Human Resource Department can use On the Job Train ing (OJT) method. 
OJT has the advantage of providing hands -on experience under normal working conditions and an opportunity for 
the supervisor and kitchen manager to build a good relationship with the new employees. It is the most effective 
means of facilitating learning in the workplace.  
For the management development, head quarters must gather all the supervisors to have seminars an d 
conferences to communicate ideas, policies or procedures, and discuss any issues related to the operations of other 
franchise. Supervisors can discuss the customer service complaints so that they can be improved. Train ing and 
development has to be evaluated to determine its effectiveness. Evaluation is needed to assess the extent to which  
training program improves learning, affects behaviour on the job and affects the performance of the employees. A 
competitive restaurant must develop their own benchmarking to measure its own service against other restaurants.  
4.5.3. Ergonomics 
Ergonomics is an important element in job design. It  is the study of people at  work and the pract ice of matching  
the features of products and jobs to human capabilities, preferences, and the limitations of those who are to perform 
job. Ergonomics focuses on ensuring that jobs are designed for safe and efficient work while improving the safety, 
comfort, and performance of users. The arrangement of the kitchen must be safe, comfortable and efficient to 
minimize the harmful effects of carelessness, negligence and other human fallibilit ies that slowdown the preparation 
of food and might contaminate the food and beverages. A safe, comfortable and efficient working environment is to 
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boost employees’ performance while reducing injuries and errors. 
4.5.4. Ethics 
There are ethics that need to be observed by all staff for a safe and efficient working condition especially in the 
kitchen. The restaurant must be clean. Customers derive their perception of food quality from the tastiness of food, 
variety of the menu, variety of food, food presentations, serving size, safety, appeal, d ietary acceptability, healthy 
options, food freshness, temperature and hygiene (Chen, 2012). The kitchen staff must wear the kitchen uniforms, 
wear hairnets to cover long hair and wash hands thoroughly after every  activ ity. A  good code of conduct can be 
written up and posted on notice boards and in staff areas to p romote good ethical behaviour from staff. Staff can be 
made to practise good moral ethics through a good leadership and management policy that set the right examples, 
and stress the quality of the restaurant’s food and dining experience. Not only  this, staff should be encouraged to 
remain vigilant and to report unethical cases in all food preparation processes. 
4.6. Supply chain management 
4.6.1. Supply chain management practices 
Supply chain management (SCM) is the management of different types of physical, informat ion and financial 
flows from the raw materials to final outcomes in  which materials, suppliers, manufacturers, distributors and 
customers are working together. The practices that are involved in SCM consist of flows of in formation that 
involved in activities such as sourcing and procurement, production, scheduling, ordering, management of 
inventory, warehousing, distribution process and customers service.  
The first practice is strategic supplier partnership. Suppliers are chain  members in supply chain and they 
contribute to overall performance of the process in the supply chain. Low performance by the supplier can 
contribute to failure in  supply chain. It is important to have a close relationship with the supplier in  order to build a 
strong supply chain. It is essential to recognize who are the partners of the supply chain when managing a supply 
chain for resulting smooth information flow, inventory control and operation performance. 
The benefits of having a good relationship between supplier and restaurants include customer satisfaction, 
enhanced perception of fairness and justice, customer loyalty, relat ionship satisfaction, positive word -of-mouth, 
repeat transactions and business continuity. Other importance of having good re lationship with the supplier is to lead  
to a better operational performance of food industry. Secondly, customer relationship mainly involves activities such 
as sharing product informat ion with customers, accepting customers’ orders, interacting with custo mers to manage 
demand, having an order placing system, sharing order status with customers during order scheduling, and product 
delivery phase. 
4.6.2. Ethics and sustainability 
In order to sustain food supply chains, a restaurant must produce safe, healthy  food in response to market  
demands and ensure that all consumers have access to nutritious food and to accurate informat ion about food 
products. They need to ensure that good hygiene standards to meet customer’s expectations. In order to survive in 
certain places, the restaurant needs to study the standard of living of the people to ensure that it is parallel with the 
market share at that place. The operations must ensure that it is within the bio logical limit of natural resources. 
Restaurants need to have an effective waste management and it requires evaluation of the entire impact, from raw 
material, through use and final disposal. As a result, restaurants will be able to achieve consistently high standards 
of environmental performance by reducing energy consumption, minimizing resource inputs and using renewable 
energy wherever possible.  
4.6.3. Managing and improving food supply chain 
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The restaurant is responsible for serving safe food to customers. One case of food poisoning is enough to 
permanently tarn ish a restaurant's reputation. There are ways that restaurant managers can protect their customers 
and reputation where supply chain management is concerned. Firstly, a restaurant needs to check the supplier's 
background. All food distributors and suppliers are supposed to be inspected regularly. A restaurant can go through 
the supplier's local health department to obtain inspection results to make sure that they are in compliance. The 
suppliers need to check whether they employ strict record keeping and food safety management practices. Better 
communicat ion is vital to ensure that the restaurant will receive the supply at the right time to avoid insufficient raw 
material that will affect the operational performance especially during peak hours. Through mod ern technology, 
informat ion technology has played important roles in inventory control, supply chain management and knowledge -




From fine din ing to fast food chains, and eateries in-between, restaurants need to improve their food service 
establishment. The only way  to get the most benefit and t rouble-free service out of restaurant equipment is to 
perform regular maintenance. Regular maintenance, which includes cleaning, will keep everything functioning in 
good working order and can catch minor malfunctions or worn out parts before they cause expensive breakdowns.  
Moreover, employees should also be educated on the proper use of the equipment. Misuse and abuse are among 
the leading causes of restaurant equipment malfunction, and most warranties will not cover repairs resulting from 
misuse. Employees must be taught how to properly use, clean and maintain food service equipment to minimize 
costs that have to incur for non-warranty issues. 
 
5.  Conclusion 
 
Service operations management is essential in the food service industry. The restaurants are required to 
consistently and continuously plan, implement, evaluate and improve on the various aspects of the service 
operations for optimum customer satisfaction, revisits and positive word -of-mouth. In  fact, superior customer 
service helps in developing good bonding with customers which will lead to long term relationship.  
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